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RAIL-TO-RAIL INPUT CLOCKED 
AMPLIFER 

FIELD 

The invention relates to a clocked amplifier, more 
particularly, a differential and complementary input folded 
cascode clocked amplifier having a rail-to-rail input 
common-mode Voltage range, a Small Setup/hold time 
window, and high common-mode rejection. 

BACKGROUND 

Input/output (I/O) interfaces allow the entry of data into 
a computer and the extraction of data from a computer. 
Conventional high Speed I/O interfaces include a receiving 
amplifier followed by a latch, the latch triggered by a clock 
to capture data. These conventional I/O interfaces are lim 
ited in their ability to latch data properly in part by their 
timing margin which is Substantially reduced due to jitter of 
the input amplifier. Jitter, the variation of data with respect 
to a clock, is caused by noise from a power Supply or an 
adjacently coupled data Signal, etc. Input amplifier jitter is 
minimized by using a clock triggered amplifier in which the 
output Stage of the amplifier itself is latched by the clock, as 
opposed to using a separate latch. A clock triggered amplifier 
is also useful in other applications including memory 
applications, etc. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

Additional advantages of the invention will become 
apparent upon reading the following detailed description and 
upon reference to the drawings, in which: 

FIG. 1 is a Schematic diagram of a differential comple 
mentary input clocked amplifier, in an embodiment of the 
invention; 

FIG. 2 is a timing waveform diagram illustrating the two 
phases of the clock, input Voltages and output voltages, in an 
embodiment of the invention; and 

FIG.3 is a block diagram showing a conventional clocked 
Sense amplifier utilizing a single input differential pair. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

Exemplary embodiments are described with reference to 
Specific configurations. Those skilled in the art will appre 
ciate that various changes and modifications can be made 
while remaining within the Scope of the claims. 

Signaling methods, including Simultaneous bi-directional 
signaling (SBD) would benefit from a clocked amplifier, but 
require a rail-to-rail input common-mode Voltage range, not 
provided by conventional clocked amplifiers. That is, con 
ventional clocked amplifiers are limited in their input 
common-mode Voltage range Since they use a Single type of 
differential input pair, either negative-channel metal-oxide 
semiconductor (NMOS) or positive-channel metal-oxide 
semiconductor (PMOS). For example, the conventional 
clocked amplifier shown in FIG. 3 includes a differential 
input having NMOS devices. 

The invention provides many advantages over conven 
tional techniques. In an embodiment, the invention provides 
an input amplifier having a clocked complementary folded 
cascode amplifier. In an embodiment, the invention over 
comes the identified limitations of conventional techniques 
and provides an apparatus, method and means for rail-to-rail 
input common-mode Voltage range. In an embodiment, the 
invention provides rail-to-rail input commonmode Voltage 
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2 
range by an apparatus, method and means other than using 
a complementary folded-cascode amplifier. Having a rail 
to-rail input commonmode Voltage range enables Signaling 
technology including SBD, reduced Voltage Swing and high 
Speed interface devices including gunning transceiver logic 
(GTL), etc. Rail-to-rail is defined as an input common mode 
voltage, ranging from a high Supply voltage (Vcc) to a low 
Supply Voltage (VSS). 

In an embodiment, the invention is compared to a con 
ventional amplifier using 0.18 micron CMOS technology. If 
Vcc is 1.5 volts and VSS is 0 volts, then an embodiment of 
the invention provides a common mode input range of 1.5 
Volts while a conventional amplifier provides a common 
mode input range of only about 1.1 Volts. 

Using a clocked input amplifier reduces the timing margin 
contribution of an input amplifier to the Setup/hold time of 
the input receiver. In an embodiment, the invention provides 
an apparatus, method and means for a Setup/hold time that 
is Smaller than the Setup/hold time window of a conventional 
clocked amplifier and a conventional input amplifier with a 
Separate amplifier and latch. By “Smaller it is meant that an 
embodiment of the invention and a conventional amplifier 
are compared, using the same technology, and the invention 
provides a Setup/hold time less than the conventional ampli 
fier. The Setup/hold time defined as a necessary time period, 
from before a clock transition to after a clock transition, for 
data to be settled for a clock to accurately latch data. 

In an embodiment, the invention is compared to a con 
ventional amplifier using 0.18 micron CMOS technology. 
While the conventional amplifier provides a setup/hold time 
of about 15 picoSeconds, an embodiment of the invention 
provides a Setup/hold time of less than 5 picoSeconds. 

In an embodiment, the invention additionally provides an 
apparatus, method and means for high common-mode rejec 
tion as compared to conventional clocked Sense amplifiers. 
By “high” it is meant that an embodiment of the invention 
and a conventional amplifier are compared, using the same 
technology, and the invention provides a common-mode 
rejection higher than the conventional amplifier. Common 
mode rejection being the effect of common mode variation 
of the input on the Setup/hold time. AS the common mode 
level of the differential input rises and falls, an embodiment 
of the invention rejects more of the common mode noise 
than conventional designs. Such as a non-complementary 
sense amplifier as shown in FIG. 3. That is, the differential 
and complementary input Stage provided by the invention 
compensates for common mode noise. 

In an embodiment, the invention is compared to a con 
ventional amplifier using 0.18 micron CMOS technology. 
While conventional amplifiers show about a 50 picosecond 
shift in the setup/hold time with 75% supply voltage com 
mon mode variation, an embodiment of the invention shows 
less than a 5 picosecond shift in setup/hold time with 
rail-to-rail common mode variation. 

As shown in FIG. 1, in an embodiment, the invention 
includes a differential input Stage including input 16 and 
input 18 connected in a complementary design Such that a 
rail-to-rail input common-mode Voltage range is provided. 
Further, as shown in FIG. 2, the crossed lines on the 
waveform represent the time in which a new data byte 
becomes valid on the output. Input 16 and input 18 are each 
connected to both a PMOS device and an NMOS device, 
input 16 connected to NMOS 28 and PMOS 30, and input 
18 connected to NMOS 36 and PMOS 32. Having comple 
mentary PMOS and NMOS inputs allows for rail-to-rail 
common-mode Voltage range. In a differential pair, both 
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inputs devices share the same total current. When current is 
increased to one input device, the result is a corresponding 
decrease in current to a Second input device. For example, 
NMOS 28 and NMOS 36 make up a differential pair, share 
the same total current, and as current is increased to NMOS 
28 there is a corresponding decrease in current to NMOS 36. 
AS an example, when IN 16 receives an increase in Voltage, 
and IN 18 receives a corresponding decrease in Voltage, 
NMOS 28 being connected with PMOS 48 pulls Out 20 low, 
and PMOS 30 being connected with NMOS 52 pulls Out 20 
low. At the same time, NMOS 36 being connected with 
PMOS 40 pulls Out 22 high, and PMOS32 being connected 
with NMOS 42 pulls Out 22 high. 

In an embodiment, the invention includes a current Source 
circuit. The current Source circuit, biased to the rails, can be 
identified generally in two groups. Group one includes Vcc 
4, Vss 10, PMOS 26, Vss 14, PMOS 38 and PMOS 46. 
Group two includes Vcc 6, Vss 12, NMOS 34, Vcc 8, 
NMOS 44 and NMOS 54. The current source provides a 
current bias to devices connected to input 16, input 18, 
output 20 and output 22. In an embodiment, Vcc 4, Vcc 6 
and Vcc 8 provide the same voltage. In an embodiment, the 
current Source circuit includes an input for receiving a high 
Supply Voltage and an input for receiving a low Supply 
Voltage. In an embodiment, the current Source circuit 
includes an input for receiving a high Supply Voltage and an 
input for receiving a low Supply Voltage, and does not 
include Vcc 4, Vcc 6, Vcc 8, VSS 12, VSS 10 and VSS 14. In 
an embodiment, the current Source circuit includes an input 
for receiving a high Supply Voltage and an input for receiv 
ing a low Supply Voltage, and does not include Vcc 4, Vcc 
6, Vcc 8, VSS 12, VSS 10 and VSS 14, Such that an additional 
bias circuit provides a bias Voltage, and therefore an embodi 
ment of the invention maintains a constant current acroSS 
process, Voltage and temperature variations. In an 
embodiment, the current Source circuit is biased to a prede 
termined Voltage. 

In an embodiment, the invention provides an output stage 
having clock input 24 controlling the conductivity of NMOS 
50. The output Stage can be identified generally as clock 
input 24, output 20, output 22, NMOS 50, PMOS 40, PMOS 
48, NMOS 42, and NMOS 52. In an embodiment, NMOS 50 
is Substituted for a PMOS device or an NMOS and a PMOS 
device connected in parallel. When examined at a “high 
level”, the output Stage can be considered as two inverters 
connected in positive feedback. The input of one inverter is 
croSS coupled to the output of another inverter, and Vice 
versa. In conventional designs, the gates of PMOS devices 
are connected acroSS to each other. A Single device pre 
charges these two inverters to a precharge level, the outputs 
being shorted together and making the outputs insensitive to 
the inputs during precharge. 

The output Stage also includes an evaluate phase. AS 
shown in FIG. 2, the precharge and the evaluate phase are 
prompted by clock input 24. The precharge phase Starts 
when NMOS 50 is turned on by clock input 24. After some 
time, the output settles to about one-half of Vcc, with about 
Zero differential gain when comparing input 16 and input 18 
against output 20 and output 22. The evaluate phase Starts 
when NMOS 50 is turned off by clock input 24. The 
differential voltage from input 16 to input 18, at clock input 
24 transition from precharge to evaluate creates a differential 
current in the output, which forces the latch into a particular 
State until the next precharge phase. The positive feedback 
of the cross-coupled inverters in the output Stage make the 
outputs insensitive to the inputs, after the output has latched, 
during the evaluate phase. 
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4 
In an embodiment, a System is provided. The System 

includes a memory, an I/O port, and a microprocessor. The 
memory, I/O port, and microprocessor are I/O connected by 
a memory bus, data bus and control bus. The microprocessor 
includes an apparatus having an input circuit to receive a 
first input and a Second input, and provide rail-to-rail input 
common-mode Voltage range. The apparatus also includes 
an output circuit having a clock input and a precharge 
circuit, to provide a first output and a Second output. The 
apparatus further includes a current Source circuit connected 
with the input circuit and the output circuit, and biased to a 
predetermined Voltage. The input circuit includes a comple 
mentary arrangement. The output circuit, having a precharge 
phase and an evaluate phase, and Starting the phases as 
prompted by the clock input, latches data upon detecting the 
first input and the Second input being differential during the 
evaluate phase. In an embodiment, the input circuit, the 
output circuit and the current Source circuit are connected in 
a folded cascode arrangement. In an embodiment, the cur 
rent Source circuit is biased to rails. In an embodiment, the 
complementary arrangement provides a Small Setup/hold 
time. In an embodiment, the complementary arrangement 
provides high common-mode rejection. In an embodiment, 
the precharge circuit is a short circuit. In an embodiment, the 
first input is connected with at least one PMOS device and 
at least one NMOS device, and the second input is connected 
with at least one PMOS device and at least one NMOS 
device. In an embodiment, the output circuit includes two 
inverters connected in positive feedback. 

In an embodiment, the clocked amplifier is used in 
Systems having differential data captured by a clock, includ 
ing a microprocessor, chipset, dynamic random access 
memory (DRAM) interface, static random access memory 
(SRAM), logic units, other I/O circuits, etc. 

Having disclosed exemplary embodiments, modifications 
and variations may be made to the disclosed embodiments 
while remaining within the Spirit and Scope of the invention 
as defined by the appended claims. 
What is claimed is: 
1. A circuit comprising: 
a first differential transistor pair having an input coupled 

to a transmission line Signal input; 
a Second differential transistor pair being of a comple 

mentary type to the first differential pair and having an 
input coupled to the transmission line Signal input; 

a first cascode amplifier having an input coupled to an 
output of the first differential transistor pair; 

a Second cascode amplifier being of a complementary 
type to the first cascode amplifier and having an input 
coupled to an output of the Second differential transistor 
pair, and 

a Switching circuit coupled to equalize outputs of the first 
and Second cascode amplifiers. 

2. The circuit of claim 1 further comprising: 
a first bias circuit coupled to a power return node to Sink 

a tail current of the first differential pair; and 
a Second bias circuit coupled to a power Supply node to 

Source a tail current of the Second differential pair. 
3. The circuit of claim 2 wherein the first and second bias 

circuits include first and Second field effect transistors 
(FETs) whose gate electrodes are coupled to the power 
Supply and return nodes, respectively. 

4. The circuit of claim 3 wherein the first cascode ampli 
fier includes third and fourth FETs, the second cascode 
amplifier includes fifth and sixth FETs being of a comple 
mentary type to the third and fourth FETs, the third and fifth 
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FETs are coupled to form a first inverter, and the fourth and 
sixth FETs are coupled to form a second inverter. 

5. The circuit of claim 3 wherein the Switching circuit 
includes a FET whose Source and drain electrodes are 
coupled to the outputs of the first and Second cascode 
amplifiers and whose gate electrode is coupled to receive a 
control Signal. 

6. The circuit of claim 4 wherein the first and second 
inverters are cross-coupled to form a latch. 

7. The circuit of claim 1 further comprising: 
a first field effect transistor (FET) coupled to a power 

return node to sink a tail current of the first differential 
pair, and 

a Second FET coupled to a power Supply node to Source 
a tail current of the Second differential pair. 

8. The circuit of claim 7 wherein the first cascode ampli 
fier includes third and fourth FETs, the second cascode 
amplifier includes fifth and sixth FETs being of a comple 
mentary type to the third and fourth FETs, the third and fifth 
FETs are coupled to form a first inverter, and the fourth and 
sixth FETs are coupled to form a second inverter. 

9. The circuit of claim 8 wherein the first and second 
inverters are cross-coupled to form a latch. 

10. A method comprising: 
coupling a transmission line Signal to an input of a first 

differential amplifier and to an input of a Second 
differential amplifier, the second differential amplifier 
being of a complementary type to the first differential 
amplifier; and 

coupling a control Signal to a Switching circuit to repeat 
edly equalize and release first and Second outputs of 
first and Second cascode amplifiers while the transmis 
Sion line Signal is coupled to the inputs of the first and 
Second differential amplifiers, an input of the first 
cascode amplifier being coupled to an output of the first 
differential amplifier, and an input of the Second cas 
code amplifier being coupled an output of the Second 
differential amplifier. 

11. The method of claim 10 wherein the transmission line 
Signal is used in a simultaneous bidirectional Signaling 
Scheme. 

12. A method comprising: 
differentially driving a pair of first nodes in response to a 

transmission line signal; 
differentially driving a pair of Second nodes, which are 

Separate from the pair of first nodes, in response to the 
transmission line signal; and 

repeatedly equalizing and releasing a pair of third nodes, 
and driving one of the third nodes while released using 
a pair of cascode amplifiers and driving another one of 
the third nodes while released using another pair of 

1O 

15 

25 

35 

40 

45 

50 

6 
cascode amplifiers in response to Signals at the pairs of 
first and Second nodes. 

13. The method of claim 12 further comprising: 
driving the pair of third nodes, while released, to one of 

only two stable conditions that represent different mag 
nitudes of the transmission line Signal, in response to 
the Signals at the pairs of first and Second nodes. 

14. A System comprising: 
a processor having an I/O interface to a bus, the I/O 

interface includes a first differential transistor pair 
whose input is coupled to receive a bus Signal, a Second 
differential transistor pair being of a complementary 
type to the first differential pair and whose input is 
coupled to receive the bus Signal, a first cascode 
amplifier having an input coupled to an output of the 
first differential transistor pair, a Second cascode ampli 
fier being of a complementary type to the first cascode 
amplifier and having an input coupled to an output of 
the Second differential transistor pair, and a Switching 
circuit coupled to equalize outputs of the first and 
Second cascode amplifiers. 

15. A System comprising: 
a dynamic random access memory (DRAM) device hav 

ing an I/O interface to a bus, the I/O interface includes 
a first differential transistor pair whose input is coupled 
to receive a bus signal, a Second differential transistor 
pair being of a complementary type to the first differ 
ential pair and whose input is coupled to receive the bus 
Signal, a first cascode amplifier having an input coupled 
to an output of the first differential transistor pair, a 
Second cascode amplifier being of a complementary 
type to the first cascode amplifier and having an input 
coupled to an output of the Second differential transistor 
pair, and a Switching circuit coupled to equalize outputs 
of the first and Second cascode amplifiers. 

16. A System comprising: 
a computer System chipset having an I/O interface to a 

bus, the I/O interface includes a first differential tran 
Sistor pair whose input is coupled to receive a bus 
Signal, a Second differential transistor pair being of a 
complementary type to the first differential pair and 
whose input is coupled to receive the buS Signal, a first 
cascode amplifier having an input coupled to an output 
of the first differential transistor pair, a Second cascode 
amplifier being of a complementary type to the first 
cascode amplifier and having an input coupled to an 
output of the Second differential transistor pair, and a 
Switching circuit coupled to equalize outputs of the first 
and Second cascode amplifiers. 
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